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1. Introduction
Many languages exhibit more than one verb corresponding to English be. Usually, the cop-
ular verbs in such systems are not interchangeable. A famous case of this sort comes from
Spanish, which has two copular verbs ser and estar, with apparently different meanings.
While many predicates are able to occur only with ser or only with estar, a number of
adjectives allow both options, in which case a sharp semantic distinction arises.
(1) Juan
Juan
es
isser
feliz.
happy
‘Juan is happy (by disposition).’
(2) Juan
Juan
esta´
isestar
feliz.
happy
‘Juan is happy (at the moment).’
The meaning difference here is often characterized in terms of the distinction (due to
Carlson 1977; Milsark 1974, 1977) between individual level predicates and stage level
predicates, although this characterization is not without its problems (see Roy 2013 for
an alternative, and Fa´bregas 2012 for a summary of the literature on ser and estar). An
obvious approach to complex copula systems of the Spanish type would be to list ser and
estar as separate verbs in the lexicon, with the semantic difference illustrated by (1) and
(2) (however it is to be characterized) encoded into the relevant lexical entries. Analogous
accounts could be constructed for other languages with more than one copular verb, and
languages like English would be taken to have a single copular verb with a trivial denotation
(for approaches treating English be as meaningless or close to it, see Bach 1977, Lyons
1968; Partee 1986, 1987; Williams 1980; amongst others). Since this approach relies on
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listing different BE verbs with different semantic properties in the lexicon, I will refer to
this as the lexical approach to complex copula systems.
An alternative is to argue that (1) and (2) are not lexically distinct verbs, but rather con-
ditioned allomorphs of the same meaningless BE verb. The idea is that the varying meanings
in (1) and (2) come from variation in the content of the complement of the copula (with
the varying pieces being silent in Spanish). This varying material, as well as accounting for
the differences in meaning, also conditions the allomorphy of the BE verb on this approach
(assuming a Late Insertion approach to morphological exponence, along the lines of Dis-
tributed Morphology–Halle & Marantz 1993 et seq.). The allomorphy in question would
have to be assumed to be suppletive in nature, since the various forms of ser and estar are
not plausibly reducible to a single underlying phonological form. I will therefore refer to
this general strategy for dealing with complex copula systems as the suppletive allomorphy
approach. Variants of the suppletive allomorphy approach have been applied to Spanish
by Fa´bregas (2014), Gallego & Uriagereka (2012), Martı´n (2009), Uriagereka (2001), and
to a number of other languages by Roy (2013) and Welch (2012) (related also are Brucart
2006; Longa, Lorenzo, & Rigau 1998; Zagona 2012; and Camacho 2012).
This paper has two goals. The first is to point out that any version of the suppletive
allomorphy approach will differ from any version of the lexical approach in making three
general typological predictions about the cross-linguistic morphological profile we should
expect to see in complex copula systems systems. The second is to argue that the predic-
tions in question are correct in two cases, and at least plausibly correct in a third case which
cannot yet be fully tested and which cannot be discussed at length here for space reasons.
The structure of the paper is as follows: Section 2 introduces the three predictions; Sections
3-5 discuss each of the predictions in turn; Section 6 concludes.
2. Three Predictions
All instantiations of the suppletive allomorphy approach to complex copula systems will
make versions of the following predictions.
(3) Predictions of the Suppletive Allomorphy Approach to Complex Copula Systems
a. Decomposition
Any syntactically present material which is silent in one language might be
spelled out in another. Hence, it ought to be possible to find languages with
overt morphemes corresponding to whatever syntactic heads are held respon-
sible for conditioning copular allomorphy.
b. Impoverishment
We expect to find complex copula systems in which the distinctions between
copulas are collapsed in certain marked environments, with the collapse being
in favor of an allomorph that can be shown on independent grounds to be the
default realization. This follows from the existence of Impoverishment (Bonet
1991 et seq.).
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c. Possible and Impossible Syncretisms
Across languages, complex copula systems will show commonalities in which
subtypes of predication can be marked identically, and which ones never are–
this is because allomorphy must be conditioned by coherent sets of features
(Halle & Marantz 1993; Halle 1997).
It is possible to show in detail that lexical approaches can accommodate (3a) only by stip-
ulation, and that they fail to make predictions (3b) and (3c) at all. I cannot include such a
demonstration here for reasons of space, but the predictive differences all follow from the
fact that the suppletive allomorphy approach assigns a key analytical role to Late Insertion,
whereas the lexical approach does not.
Of course, different instantiations of the suppletive allomorphy approach will make
different versions of the predictions in (3), depending on the details of the syntax pro-
posed for different types of copula construction. My assumptions concerning this syntax
are drawn largely from existing literature and are introduced in Section 3. In the same sec-
tion I show that there is a good deal of cross-linguistic decompositional evidence for this
syntax. Section 4 uses a case study from Cochabamba Quechua to show the correctness
of the Impoverishment Prediction. Section 5 discusses the Possible and Impossible Syn-
cretisms Prediction–while space constraints preclude a full discussion, interested readers
may follow up the references cited there.
3. The Decomposition Prediction and the Syntax of Copula Sentences
3.1 Predicative Copula Constructions
My syntactic assumptions concerning the structure of copular predication will be taken
from Adger & Ramchand (2003), Baker (2003), Balusu (2014), Bowers (1993), Citko
(2008), Dalmi (2013), and Roy (2013). These authors converge on the idea that such struc-
tures involve a meaningless copular verb embedding a small clause headed by a Pred head,
as follows.
(4) Schematic Structure for the Thematic Domain in Copular Sentences
vP
vBE PredP
DP
Subject
Pred’
Pred XP
AP/NP/PP Predicate
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Adger & Ramchand (2003), Balusu (2014), and Markman (2008) have argued for the exis-
tence of two semantically distinct Pred heads which distinguish individual level and stage
level predication; call them Predindiv and Predstage. Assuming this is correct, structures in-
volving ser and estar can then both be taken to involve the schematic structure in (4),
but with different Pred heads. The distribution of the two Spanish copulas can thus be
accounted for using the following schematic Vocabulary Insertion rules:
(5) vBE ⇔ ser / Predindiv (6) vBE ⇔ estar / Predstage
If this the correct decomposition, we expect that there should be languages where the dis-
tinction between these two Pred heads is visible on the surface. Balusu (2014) presents
evidence from Telugu that this prediction is correct. He argues that the morpheme -gaa
seen in (7) is an overt exponent of Predstage, and that Predindiv is silent in Telugu as shown
in (8).
(7) Naaku
I.DAT
koopam-gaa
anger-Predstage
undi.
BE
‘I am angry (at the moment).’
(8) Naaku
I.DAT
koopam
anger
undi.
BE
‘I am angry (by disposition).’
To sum up this subsection, we have motivated a decompositional syntax for predicative cop-
ular constructions that recognizes two semantically and syntactically distinct Pred heads.
The difference between these Pred heads accounts for the individual and stage level dis-
tinction at the level of the semantics, as well as allowing for the statement of Vocabulary
Insertion rules which yield a suppletive allomorphy approach to the complex predicative
copula systems of languages like Spanish. In the next subsection, we turn to possession
sentences, following a long tradition which takes HAVE to be an allomorph of BE.
3.2 HAVE Constructions
The literature taking HAVE to be a conditioned allomorph of BE is extensive. Proposals dif-
fer along two main lines with respect to what the conditioning environment for the HAVE
allomorph is. What might be called the standard approach, associated with Freeze (1992),
Kayne (1993), Den Dikken (1997, 1998, 1999), and many others, is that HAVE is the allo-
morph of BE used in the environment of an incorporated adposition. For the purposes of this
paper, I will follow a different tradition which takes HAVE to be the ‘transitive’ allomorph
of BE, as proposed in different ways by Hoekstra (1994), Belvin (1996), Jung (2011), and
Myler (2016a). Following the implementation in Myler (2016a), I will take ‘transitive’ to
mean a structure in which the Voice head has a specifier and bears a phi probe with which
it licenses some DP (henceforth notated as Voicetrans). This yields (9) as the structure of the
verb phrase in HAVE sentences, allowing for the distribution of HAVE and BE in English
and languages like it to be accounted for using the Vocabulary Insertion rules schematized
in (10) and (11).
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(9) Schematic Structure for a HAVE Sentence
VoiceP
DP
John
Voice’
Voicetrans vP
vBE DP
a sister/a car/a cough
(10) vBE ⇔ HAVE / Voicetrans (11) vBE ⇔ BE
Once again, a version of the Decomposition Prediction arises. We predict that some lan-
guages will have possession sentences with a transitive case frame, such that the verb is vBE
plus a transitivity marker of some kind, realizing the transitive Voice head. The prediction
is confirmed:
(12) HAVE as BE + Transitivity in Qiang (LaPolla & Huang 2003, p.98)
Khumtsi
Khumtsi
tuts¸-GZ@-zi
younger.brother-four-class
Zi-Z.
beexist-CAUS
‘Khumtsi has four younger brothers.’
(13) HAVE as BE + Transitivity in Huallaga Quechua (Weber 1989, p.164)
Mana
Not
papa-ta
potato-ACC
ka-chi-:-na-chu.
be-CAUS-1SUBJ-NOW-NEG
‘I don’t have any potatoes now.’
With this much in hand, we can now turn to existential constructions.
3.3 Existential Constructions
In discussing existential constructions, we will adopt the following terminological conven-
tions, taken from Francez (2007, 2009, 2010).
(14) [There]expletive [is]copula [a book]pivot [on the table]coda.
The terms “expletive” and “copula” will be familiar from traditional descriptions of existen-
tials. The pivot is a DP which corresponds to the entity whose existence is being asserted.
The coda is an optional phrase, often but not necessarily a PP, which usually follows the
pivot in English.
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Not all languages have an overt copula or an overt expletive in their existential con-
structions; for the purposes of this paper I will assume that such languages have silent
elements corresponding to them. In languages where the copula is overt in existential con-
structions, the copula in question is sometimes distinct from the verb used in possession
sentences and the one used in predicative copular constructions (see below on Spanish).
On the other hand, there are many languages where the existential verb is HAVE or an
otherwise-occurring BE verb. These facts taken together suggest that we should take ex-
istentials also to involve vBE, along with some other elements which in certain languages
induce suppletive allomorphy of vBE.
I will adopt the idea the idea that the coda is an adjunct to vP in existential sentences
(Francez 2007, 2009, 2010; Hartmann & Milic´evic´ 2008; many others), and that it is op-
tionally included to specifiy the content of a locative element discussed below (see Hoekstra
& Mulder 1990; Moro 1997; Williams 1994; amongst others, for related ideas. Whether this
locative element is to be identified with the expletive there in English is a matter I return
to below). However, not much hinges on this decision. All that matters for the remaining
discussion is that codas are not the predicate of the existential construction.
I will follow Francez (2007, 2009, 2010), Irwin (2016, p.23-24), Hazout (2004), and
Williams (1994, 2006) in assuming that the pivot is the predicate in existential construc-
tions. The pivot’s semantic denotation is a simple property (Irwin 2016; McCloskey 2014;
McNally 1998). Following Irwin (2016), I will assume that the pivot is selected by a third
variant of Pred, Predexist. Semantically, Predexist takes the pivot as its first argument, and
asserts that the pivot is INSTANTIATED (in the sense of McNally 1998) at a particular loca-
tion, represented syntactically as LOC.1 LOC’s referent may be determined contextually,
or by the coda if there is one. This yields the schematic structure we see in (15).
(15) There is a book on the table.
VoiceP
Voice vP
vP
vBE PredP
LOC Pred’
Predexist DP
a book
PP
on the table
1McNally’s INSTANTIATE function takes a property and returns an individual instantiating that property.
Predexist additionally takes a location argument represented by LOC, and asserts that the individual instanti-
ating the property denoted by the pivot is instantiated at the location represented by LOC.
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The status of ‘expletive’ there in English is not my main concern here, but a couple
of possibilities are compatible with this general picture. Following Deal (2009), it could
be that there is introduced in spec-VoiceP (this is compatible with my approach so long
as Voice does not bear a phi probe, and is thus not transitive). LOC would then be silent
in English. Alternatively, it could be that there is an overt realization of LOC–identifying
there with LOC in this way would then make the approach identical with Williams (1994);
see also Hazout (2004) and Williams (2006).
To see how this syntax can account for how existentials fit into various types of copula
system, the next section compares French, English, and Spanish.
3.4 Comparison of French, English, and Spanish
Beginning with French and English, these languages are similar in having a transitive verb
HAVE in possession sentences, and in lacking anything equivalent to the ser vs. estar dis-
tinction.
(16) Jean
Jean
a
has
{deux
two
sœurs/une
sisters/a
voiture
car
rouge/de
red/of
la
the
toux}.
cough
(French)
‘Jean has two sisters/a red car/a cough.’
(17) Jean
John
est
is
content.
happy
(French)
‘John is happy.’ (ambiguous between I-level and S-level)
This suggests their Vocabulary Items for vBE are identical in format:
(18) vBE ⇔ {avoir/have} / Voicetrans (19) vBE ⇔ {eˆtre/be}
One way in which French and most English famously differ is in existential sentences:
French displays HAVE, where most English uses BE.
(20) Il
it
y
there
a
has
des
of.the
personnes
people
heureuses
happy
dans
in
le
the
monde.
world
(French)
‘There are happy people in the world.’
Rather than calling for a revision of (18) and (19), I propose that this difference is
syntactic in nature. French existentials are transitive in the sense that they contain Voicetrans
introducing expletive il in its specifier. I take y to be a manifestation of LOC, as proposed
by Longa, Lorenzo, & Rigau (1998, p.129). This gives rise to the configuration in (21) for
example (20).
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(21) French Existential Structure
VoiceP
DP
il
Voice’
Voicetrans vP
vP
vBE PredP
LOC
y
Pred’
Predexist DP
des personnes heureuses
PP
dans le monde
English existentials, on the other hand, are intransitive–their Voice head bears no phi
features of its own (cf. the many proposals in which there plays a key role in mediating phi
agreement with the pivot, including Deal 2009), and perhaps no specifier either depending
on the position of there. Even though (18) and (19) are the same in both languages, vBE is
therefore realized differently in existential sentences in French vs. English.
Turning now to Spanish, we have already discussed the ser and estar distinction in
predicative copula constructions above. Moving on to possession sentences and existential
sentences, we find it uses a verb tener in possession sentences, and a verb haber (itself
once a possession verb) in existentials.
(22) Juan
Juan
tiene
has
{dos
two
hermanas/un
sisters/a
carro
red
rojo/tos}.
car/cough
(Spanish)
‘Juan has two sisters/a red car/a cough.’
(23) Hay
EXIST
personas
people
felices
happy
en
in
el
the
mundo.
world
(Spanish)
‘There are happy people in the world.’
In many varieties of Spanish, including standard variants, haber does not agree with
its associate. Suppose then that Spanish is like French in having an it-like expletive in
the specifier of Voicetrans, so that Spanish existentials are syntactically identical to French
existentials (with the difference that the expletive and LOC are silent in Spanish). This
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means that haber is still a HAVE verb in the technical sense in modern Spanish (i.e., it is
a form taken by vBE in the environment of the transitive Voice head); the question is what
accounts for the distinct distributions of the tener and haber allomorphs. I suggest that
haber additionally requires the presence of Predexist, as well as Voicetrans. The complete set
of allomorphs for vBE in Spanish would then be as follows:
(24) vBE ⇔ haber / Voicetrans Predexist
(25) vBE ⇔ ser / Predindiv
(26) vBE ⇔ estar / Predstage
(27) vBE ⇔ tener / Voicetrans
3.5 Local Summary
This section has brought together existing literature to propose distinct syntactic structures
for predicative copular constructions, HAVE constructions, and existential constructions.
Each of these constructions involve the same vBE; they vary in the other elements in the
structure surrounding vBE. Direct morphological evidence for this syntax has been pre-
sented, meaning that the Decomposition Prediction discussed in (3) is confirmed. The other
two predictions mentioned in (3) are the topic of the next two sections.
4. The Impoverishment Prediction
The suppletive allomorphy approach to complex copula systems predicts that distinctions
between copula verbs might be collapsed in certain marked morphological environments–
that is, complex copula systems are predicted to be subject to Impoverishment (Bonet 1991;
Halle 1997). This section employs a case study from Cochabamba Quechua to show that
this prediction is correct. It should be noted that such neutralization is by no means re-
stricted to Cochabamba Quechua (see Stassen 1997, p.336, his (72)).
Cochabamba Quechua displays two distinct copular verbs, ka- and tiya-. In the present
tense, and also in the infinitive and a number of other nonfinite forms, ka- performs all
predicative copular functions, including both individual-level and stage-level predication,2
whereas tiya- is restricted to existential sentences. This is illustrated in (28)-(33).
(28) Noqa
I
lingu¨ista
linguist
ka-ni.
be-SUBJ
(Nominal Predicate)
‘I am a linguist.’
(29) Noqa
I
hatun
big
ka-ni.
be-1SUBJ
(I-level Adjectival Predicate)
‘I am big.’
2As (30) illustrates, stage-level predication can be specified by adding the durative aspect morpheme to
the copula.
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(30) Noqa
I
kusisqa
happy
ka-sha-ni.
be-DUR-1SUBJ
(S-level Adjectival Predicate)
‘I am happy.’
(31) Noqa
I
Inglaterra-manta
England-from
ka-ni.
be-1SUBJ
(I-level PP Predicate)
‘I am from England.’
(32) Libru-s
book-PL
mesa-pi
table-on
ka-n-ku.
be-3SUBJ-PL
(S-level PP Predicate)
‘The books are on the table.’
(33) Mesa-pi
Table-on
libru
book
tiya-n.
beexist-3SUBJ
(Existential Construction)
‘There is a book on the table.’
Given the syntax we motivated for copular sentences cross-linguistically in the previous
section, this distribution can be captured by assuming that the allomorph tiya- is specified
for insertion in the environment of Predexist, whereas ka- is the ‘elsewhere’ allomorph,
having no specified conditioning environment:
(34) vBE ⇔ tiya- / Predexist (35) vBE ⇔ ka-
Things are rather different in the past tense and the future tense. In these tense forms,
we find ka- rather than tiya- in existential sentences.3
(36) Mesa-pi
Table-on
libru
book
ka-rqa- /0.
be-PAST-3SUBJ
‘There was a book on the table.’
(37) Mesa-pi
Table-on
libru
book
ka-n-qa.
be-3SUBJ-FUT
‘There will be a book on the table.’
This has the profile of a typical case of Impoverishment, since (i) past and future are
marked feature values for tense, relative to present, and (ii) neutralization is in favor of
ka-, which is the elsewhere allomorph of vBE in Cochabamba Quechua in the inventory of
Vocabulary Items given in (34) and (35). The Impoverishment Rule needed to account for
this situation is as follows. This rule deletes the Predexist head from the PF representation
when the T head bears a marked feature value.
(38) Predexist ⇒ /0 / {...}T[fut/past]
The Impoverishment prediction is thus confirmed.
3There are some other environments in which ka- can optionally be used where tiya- would otherwise
be expected (see Myler 2016a, Ch.3 for details). Such cases can be accounted for by postulating an optional
Impoverishment Rule, similar to the one below in (38), but with a different conditioning environment.
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5. The Possible and Impossible Syncretisms Prediction
If the suppletive allomorphy approach is on the right track, then it follows that languages
with simpler copula systems are exhibiting syncretism. For instance, English be neutralizes
a three-way distinction between vBE in the environment of Predindiv, vBE in the environment
of Predstage, and vBE in the environment of Predexist. The more complex copula system of
Spanish, on the other hand, does not exhibit syncretism for these distinct contexts. In re-
alizational approaches to morphology, including Distributed Morphology and Nanosyntax,
syncretism between two elements is only possible when they have at least one feature in
common. This is because realization rules in such theories (including the Vocabulary Inser-
tion Rules of Distributed Morphology) are formulated in terms of sets of features. It follows
that any theory of the bundles of syntactic features or the hierarchical syntactic structure
associated with a particular domain automatically makes strong and testable predictions
about Possible and Impossible Syncretisms in that domain (see Bobaljik 2012; Caha 2009;
Pantcheva 2011; Pescarini 2010 ; Smith et al. 2016; Radkevich 2011; and many others for
applications of this reasoning to various domains).
The decompositional system sketched in Section 3 above makes a number of such pre-
dictions for the domain of vBE. For space reasons they cannot be discussed here. Interested
readers may consult Myler (2016b), especially Section 4 and Appendix 1.
6. Conclusion
This paper has presented novel evidence that the suppletive allomorphy approach to com-
plex copula systems is on the right track, and that it is therefore to be preferred to a lexical
approach that simply lists distinct HAVE and BE verbs as separate lexical entries. The ev-
idence is morphological in nature: complex copula systems exhibit Impoverishment and
Syncretism phenomena which make sense only if the distinct copulas are allomorphs of
the same underlying BE verb. Furthermore, this paper has shown that there is strong mor-
phological evidence for the syntactic decomposition of copula constructions that such a
suppletive allomorphy approach presupposes.
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